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In this paper, we explore the discourses on sexuality that a sample of parents drew upon
when they talked about teenage sexual self-presentation and conduct. The sample
consisted of 43 parents (32 mothers and 11 fathers) of young people aged 10–19 years.
Data were gathered using in-depth interviews and were analysed using a strategy
known as modified analytical induction. Findings indicated that while an acceptance
the traditional heterosexual script permeated participants’ accounts, and
protective discourses in relation to young women were brought to bear, so, too, were
protective discourses invoked in relation to young men. On the whole, young women
tended to be cast as sexual subjects who chose to self-sexualise and this was sometimes
seen by participants as a threat to young men. We argue that the discourses that
parents connoted were multiple and sometimes contradictory, and our analysis
problematises the notion that conventional discourses singularly cast women as
objects of male sexuality. However, the overall picture indicated that in parents’
narratives, young women tended to be more heavily regulated and either viewed as
needing protection from male sexual advances or castigated for encouraging them.
Keywords: young people; sexual subjects; parents’ views; Ireland
Introduction
In this paper, based on the accounts of a sample of parents in Ireland, we examine the
extent to which various discourses about adolescent sexuality were brought to bear when
these parents talked about sexuality in adolescence and youth. The focus here is on
participants’ narratives both of individual interactions with their own sons and daughters
relating to sexuality and on the discourses they invoked when talking about sexual self-
presentation (dress and demeanour in social situations) and of conduct more generally in
relation to young people of both sexes. Our analysis is contextualised against the
background of dominant discourses on sexuality, perspectives on masculinity (Mac an
Ghaill 1994; Wight 1994) and public and academic debates about the sexualisation of girls
that have proliferated in popular and academic literature in recent years (Goodin et al.
2011; Lamb 2010; Lamb and Peterson 2012; Lerum and Dworkin 2009; Murnen and
Smolak 2012). Drawing on data, we advance Lamb’s (2010) notion that boys and girls
may be positioned as both subjects and objects in certain contexts, and that being situated
in an object position is not always or necessarily problematic.
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Background
The argument that female sexuality is heavily regulated has long been a key perspective
within feminist literature. Central to the control over female sexuality is the view that
a positive discourse on female sexual desire has been absent in discourses on sexuality, that
female sexual subjectivity is denied and that female sexual pleasure is subordinated to male
sexual pleasure (Lamb 2010). These issues of desire, subjectivity and pleasure mediate the
‘traditional sexual script’ (Livingston et al. 2004), where ‘women should appear at least
somewhat sexually willing, while refusing higher levels of sexual intimacy to avoid being
viewed as sexually promiscuous’ (294). Normative expectations associated with this script
are widely deemed to sustain dominance and suppression in heterosexual relations. In
dominant discourses, men’s motives for sex are viewed as biologically determined, as
captured by the discourse of the male sex drive (Hollway 1996 [1984]), where men are
perceived to be ‘sexually insatiable and male sexuality as naturally an uncontrollable drive’
(63). This discourse has been associated with parental and school-based sexuality education
(Connell and Elliot 2009), where girls have been found to be exposed to a restricted
protective discourse casting them as passive and desireless, with boys/men constructed as
dangerous, aggressive and as sexual predators (Fields 2008; Holland et al. 1998; Wiley and
Wilson 2009). Boys have been found to be already shaped by hegemonic masculinity from
their wider socialisation and to have preferences for a sex education curriculum that
emphasises the male part of the heterosexual script (Hyde et al. 2005; Forrest 2010).
However, recent scholarship in the realm of critical studies on men and masculinities
has drawn attention to the vulnerabilities to which men are exposed in the realm of
sexuality. Far from benefiting unanimously from the power they are expected to exercise
through normative heterosexual practices, this genre of work proposes that many men,
especially young men, may actually experience as oppressive the pressure to present
themselves as sexual dynamite (see Hyde et al. 2009; Mac an Ghaill 1994; Wight 1994).
Parallel to scholarship that has produced a new discourse on the vulnerable male is a
debate about how to interpret the manner in which young women and girls are encouraged
through societal discourses to present themselves in a sexual way. Work in this area has
proliferated in the past few years, since the original publication in 2007 of the Report of the
APA Task Force on the sexualization of girls by the American Psychological Association
(APA) (2010). The report synthesised what its authors (six psychologists and a member
drawn from the general public) deemed to be the best available theoretical, scientific and
clinical scholarship relating to sexualisation and its impact on girls. It concluded that
sexualisation, defined with reference to the presence of at least one of four indicators, had
a negative psychological and physical impact on girls and needed to be addressed at a
number of levels. The resistance discourse to the sexualisation of girls was reinforced by
a number of publications that received widespread coverage both in the USA and
internationally – Ariel Levy’s (2005) Female chauvinist pigs: Women and the rise of
raunch culture and Gigi Durham’s (2008), The Lolita effect. Since then, criticisms of the
impact of the mass media and marketing on children and young women deemed
insufficiently mature to adopt a critical stance or consciousness of the underlying sexism
of marketing messages have proliferated (Gill 2008; Goodin et al. 2011; Lamb and
Peterson 2012; Murnen and Smolak 2012).
However, there are critics of the APA report. While commended for contributing to
contemporary discourses on the construction of sexuality and interpretations of girlhood,
and for its accessibility to a wide audience, Lerum and Dworkin (2009) took issue with the
narrow, uni-disciplinary focus of the report and its exclusion of topical debates on gender
2 A. Hyde et al.
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and sexuality from other disciplines such as ‘sociology, public health, queer studies, media
studies, and sexuality studies’ (251). Moreover, their central critique was of what they
asserted to be the report’s narrow interpretation of sexualisation as a ‘harmful and dangerous
process that only has negative impacts on girls and women’ (251). They contextualise their
own position against a background in which diverse stakeholders advance their own
preferred discourse on how girlhood and sexuality ought to be constructed out of a range of
possible interpretations. They propose that conservatives favour the regulation of girls’
sexuality in order to maintain existing social divides of class, race and gender, while
feminists also oppose sexual commodification, but for different reasons.
Lerum and Dworkin (2009) note that the critique of commodifed sexuality shared by
conservatives and feminists alike has led to ‘awkward alliances’ (251) between the two
and that feminist perspectives on sexuality are themselves diverse. Notwithstanding this
diversity, they go on to argue that feminist activists have tended to acknowledge both the
pleasures and dangers of sexuality, while the literature used in the APA report focused
solely on the negative outcomes of the sexualisation of girls. The stance taken in the APA
report, they argue, may actually impede the goals advocated within some feminist
perspectives of advocating for sexual agency and pleasure and of promoting sexual rights
and sexual health. Lamb (2010), however, argues that the expectation of achieving sexual
pleasure runs the risk of being another ideal (among a host of ideals) for which young
people must strive, even when this has been a challenge for adult women. Moreover, she
cautions against the notion of equating pleasurable sex with ‘good’ sex and of perceiving
pleasurable sex as benign and apolitical. She also asserts that constructing sex as either
objective or subjective, active or passive, simplifies the complex nexus of positions that
a person can occupy within a mutually respectful sexual relationship and privileges an
active position as the ‘correct’ one, a position traditionally linked with men.
Lerum and Dworkin’s (2009) critique was also taken up by Else-Quest and Hyde
(2009) who defended the APA position. The latter argued that Lerum and Dworkin had
failed to take into account an important point in relation to girls’ sexuality – that girls were
just that, girls, and not women, and any analysis of their sexuality needs to be mediated
through a developmental lens.
Thus, what we know already about this topic is that, historically, female sexuality has
been controlled through dominant discourses. However, attention to masculine gender
norms in recent years has exposed vulnerabilities and pressures that men, and young men
in particular, experience. In the current period, attention has focused on how young
women (especially) are sexualised and a debate as to how to interpret this in relation to
feminist theorising has ensued. The dominant perspective is critical of the process of
sexualisation and some commentators invoke developmental theory to support their
stance. However, there is also a challenging perspective that contests the idea that
sexualisation is entirely negative and favours a stance that embraces sexual power as a
goal while simultaneously holding a critical stance on sexual objectification. This is the
essence of what is known about the topic from academic literature; what a sample of
parents make of it when talking about young people’s sexuality is the focus of this paper.
Methodology
The data presented here are part of a wider study – the first of its kind in Ireland – of
parents’ approaches to communicating with their children about sexuality. The aim of this
paper is to describe and offer some insights into the discourses invoked by parents in
describing the sexual self-presentation and conduct of young men and women in their
Culture, Health & Sexuality 3
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teens. Another aspect of the study, namely how young people reportedly respond to
parents’ attempts at sexuality education, has been published separately (Hyde et al. 2009).
The study used a qualitative research methodology and both purposive and snowball
sampling were used to recruit participants. In total, there were 43 participants (32 mothers
and 11 fathers), drawn from a range of geographical locations throughout Ireland. The
data-gathering technique was in-depth interviews, 36 of which were individual, 2 were
paired and 1 involved 3 participants. The diversity in interviewing techniques arose
because a small number of participants indicated a preference to be interviewed with
another or others. Since these participants were either partners or friends, the impact on the
data was not obvious – the same level of spontaneity was experienced and the broad
patterns emerging in data were the similar to those gathered in the individual interviews.
Participation was confined to parents (males and females) with at least one child aged
10–19 years at the time of the interview. Ethical approval for the study was gained from
the Ethics Committee at the university leading the research. Prior to the interview,
informed consent was obtained from participants and anonymity guaranteed (pseudonyms
are used throughout this paper).
Purposive sampling involved the recruitment of participants from a range of locations,
mainly through Parents’ Committees at schools. Local community-based organisations
and agencies also served as selection sites. The schools were identified using the
Department of Education and Science’s website (www.education.ie), as well as schools’
own websites. Ten schools, located in a variety of neighbourhoods to ensure
socioeconomic diversity, were identified in this way. Both primary- and second-level
schools were included, as well as those in rural and urban locations. Of the 10 schools
identified, 7 actively responded to the invitation to participate, and through engaging with
the Parents’ Committees at these schools, contact was made with potential participants.
As interviewing progressed, the strategic recruitment of those less well-represented in
the early interviews, namely those in lower socioeconomic groups and fathers, was
considered necessary. A Resource Centre in an area undergoing community regeneration
was used to increase the participation of those in lower socioeconomic groups. Access to
potential participants here was facilitated by a community-development worker, and five
mothers were recruited in this way (although the community worker had also encouraged
men to participate, none volunteered). To address the dearth of men in the study, male-
dominated sporting clubs were also approached, but to little avail. The strategy of
snowball sampling was more successful; nonetheless, while the final sample revealed
a reasonable balance of working- and middle-class participants (based on O’Hare, Whelan
and Commins’ [1991] occupational scale), fathers remained underrepresented in the
sample (see Table 1). (Other research [Patel et al. 2003] has also identified difficulties in
recruiting men to studies.) Additional characteristics of the sample are presented in Figure
1 (socioeconomic group), Figure 2 (civil status of participants) and Figure 3 (age range of
participants).
Table 1. Sites of selection of participants.
Schools
Snowball
sampling
Community
organisations
Total number
of participants
Male 7 Male 4 Male 0 11
Female 14 Female 13 Female 5 32
Total number
of participants
43
4 A. Hyde et al.
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To attain consistency in the themes covered across interviews, each interview was
guided by a loosely-structured topic guide. The location of interviews varied according to
the personal preference of participants, with the majority occurring in their own homes.
Data analysis was guided by a well-established strategy for analysing qualitative data,
namely modified analytical induction (Bogden and Biklen 2007). Modified analytical
induction starts with sensitising concepts from the literature, including social theory and
empirical scholarship to which the researcher has been exposed. These concepts, or inklings,
give rise to tentative questions that guide the emerging interpretations. A hypothetical
explanation, which emerges on the basis of analytical work, identifies the common elements
of cases (Punch 2005). Modified analytical induction proceeded as follows in relation to this
study: the first few (whole) interview transcripts were read and scrutinised by two members
of the research team, who developed a rough tentative definition and explanation of parents’
perspectives on the sexual conduct and presentation of adolescents. This definition and
explanation, which were only part of the story at this stage, were then modified as new
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Figure 1. Socioeconomic group of participants1.
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Figure 2. Civil status of participants.
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incoming data that were at variance with this definition were found. Indeed, data that did not
fit into the emerging formulation were actively sought as additional transcripts were
scrutinised. At the final analysis stage, the explanation of the phenomena was redefined and
reformulated so that the range of variation was captured within the key findings.
Findings
For conceptual purposes, data are presented around three themes that captured how parents
talked about the sexual presentation and conduct of adolescents, namely: reproducing the
traditional heterosexual script, protective discourses in relation to young women and
protective discourses in relation to young men. These themes elucidate the contradictions
that parents experience in the contemporary period. As the themes unfold, it will become
clear that, on the one hand, girls were seen by participants to be in need of protection and
respect, yet, on the other hand, they were viewed as sexually forward. Boys were perceived
as sexual predators, yet also as vulnerable.
Reproducing the traditional heterosexual script
A strong feature of data was that participants’ narratives were mediated by the discourse of
the conventional heterosexual script. The traditional heterosexual script arises from
scripting theory (Simon and Gagnon 1986) and purports that society sanctions specific
relational and sexual behaviour around romantic encounters at a cultural level (Kim et al.
2007). Notwithstanding interpersonal variations in how it is enacted, the female part of the
script expects girls/women to manage boys’/men’s sexual needs, necessitating the former
to play down or devalue their own sexual desires. The male part of the script endorses the
practice of boys/men prioritising their own sexual desires and acting on their sexual needs,
with an acceptance of men/boys perceiving their hormones to be in need of control
(Kim et al. 2007).
A good example of a situation where the traditional heterosexual script was evident in the
narrative of a participant, Deirdre, who described having overtly normalised and approved of
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Age range
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Women Men
Figure 3. Age range of participants.
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her 15-year-old son’s interest in pornography and her eagerness to ensure that he was aware of
her approval of this:
He never told me about them [pornographic movies] but I did find them in his room. And then
it came up one time and I kind of said that I’d better let him know that I know he has them, as
opposed to having them stashed. But when I brought it up to him, I was like, ‘Well you are
a boy, it is only natural, I’m cool with it’. . . . And I was trying to be real, you know, it is cool,
it is only normal. (Deirdre, aged 32 years)
Thus, Deirdre described conveying to her son her approval that an interest in pornography
was natural, reinforcing the notion that males should acknowledge their own sexual desire
and act on their sexual needs in a heteronormative way, as occurs in pornographic sex. Yet
at a later point in the interview, when asked whether she thought that her son was sexually
active, her reported expectations of his girlfriend’s sexual behaviour were restrictive –
while pornography was deemed to signify normal behaviour for young men, having more
than one partner for his girlfriend was considered to be unacceptable:
That never entered my head at all [that the couple might be sexually active], it’s funny
like. But she doesn’t seem that kind of girl I suppose. . . . I suppose if I thought she was
with every Tom, Dick and Harry I think I would be saying that to [names son]. (Deirdre,
aged 32 years)
Notwithstanding the fact that Deirdre was referring to pornography when being permissive
with her son and about actual sexual behaviour when expressing a repressive perspective
about the sexual behaviour of girls, there is a sense that a different standard of female
sexual behaviour to male behaviour was expected.
The notion of male sexuality needing to be controlled was evident in the account of
Corina. In her description of the type of dialogue she had with her teenage son, she
conveyed the notion that men will try it on, women should respect themselves and an
honourable man wants sex but will wait for sex:
This is the way a woman should treat herself like, and a man will probably try this or say that.
. . . A girl that respects herself and a man that will wait, you never ever treat a woman like
that. . . . This is the way to treat a woman. (Corina, aged 35 years)
Similarly, the notion of men as sexually eager and needing to restrain themselves by not
‘taking advantage’ of opportunities for sex and of displaying ‘respect’ for girls (assumed
not to be equally interested in sex) is also evident in the following quotation, in which
a participant, Maureen, described the advice she gave her son:
‘You have to have respect for a girl. You don’t just go out and sort of have sex with them for
nothing at all’ – again, to try and instil in them that it is not something that they should be
taking advantage of . . . (Maureen, aged 46 years)
Although the heterosexual script is often interpreted negatively as reproducing gendered
norms, at the same time Maureen’s reported message to her son conveys a complexity in
interpreting subjectivity and objectivity associated with subject positions: the message
challenges the view that women be treated as sex objects (‘you don’t have sex with them
for nothing at all’), yet, simultaneously, traditional notions of the male sex drive and male
as sexual leader are assumed and embedded in advising her son to restrain himself sexually
and to demonstrate ‘respect for a girl’.
Thus, while there was a tendency for parents to invoke the discourse of the
conventional heterosexual script when referring to young people, their stance was not
singularly to girls’/women’s disadvantage but may also challenge the tendency to treat
girls/women as sex objects.
Culture, Health & Sexuality 7
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Protective discourses in relation to young women
Participants’ reports suggested that they drew on protective discourses where they
believed that their daughters might be exploited or objectified sexually. While invoking
protective discourses to regulate girls’ sexuality is a well-established theorisation in
existing literature, here we elucidate the complexity of protective discourses insofar as
parents justified these with reference to the developmental age of the young woman and/or
embedded protective discourses with messages about sexual agency.
In the following quotation, a mother reports on her advice to her daughter about
negotiating intimate encounters. The apparent rationale for proposing the use of
refusing skills is the daughter’s developmental level (as indicated by the participant’s
reference to ‘confidence’). Thus, although the mother invokes a protective discourse, it
is based on the mother’s perceptions of the daughter’s sexual competence (autonomy of
decision-making and readiness to enter into the sexual encounter without duress
[Wellings et al. 2001]):
. . . ‘You never let anybody put any pressure on you and if you are in a situation that you are
not confident with, just say ‘No’, those are the typical words, just say ‘No’. (Sinead, aged 44
years)
While the message suggested in Sinead’s account implies the construction of sex as
dangerous and something against which one should be on one’s guard, arguably it is also
a message promoting sexual agency and about establishing subjective control over one’s
sexual choices.
In the quotation that follows, Philomena invoked more directly the discourse of the
male sex drive and the construction of sex as perilous – with changes to the body
presented through the lexicon of danger, that is, ‘warning’. However, her notion of the
male sex drive was mediated by a concern that her daughter may be misconstrued as older
than her years in view of her apparently advanced physical development, with the implicit
notion that psychologically the daughter may not be sufficiently mature for the level of
sexual engagement that may be normative for an older girl:
My young one [aged 14] has a chest [bust] and all, she has gone from . . . last year she got
measured, she was a 34B and she got measured two weeks ago and she has gone to 38D and
I’d be afraid of young fellows taking advantage because she does look a bit older than what
she is and when she is wearing make-up and all. But I would warn her, her body has changed
now and things can happen. (Philomena, aged 34 years)
The discourse of the male sex drive permeated a number of other narratives, where the
objectification of the young women in the face of the male gaze was a concern. In the first
of the quotations that follows, the age of the teenager was problematised, while, in the
second, it was the apparent age differential between the young women and the men who
reportedly gazed at her that drew criticism:
. . . that is your daughter and the others are nice-looking girls but they are young and you
know that guys being guys they are going out and about and they’d be eye candy for a lot of
guys . . . my concern is how other people who might be attracted to her how they would
control themselves. (Billy, aged 47 years)
She [daughter] would have been about 19 and she had a mini skirt and boots and all. And I kind
of felt walking into the pub, them dirty old lads are looking at her . . . they shouldn’t be
looking at her, they are too old to be looking at her like that. (Ann, aged 43)
In addition, some fathers reportedly drew on the discourse of the male sex drive, for
example, one reportedly cautioned his daughter to ‘Mind those boys, I don’t trust those
boys’ and another passed a remark about ‘know[ing] what young men were like’,
8 A. Hyde et al.
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reinforcing the discourse of the male sex drive (Hollway 1996 [1984]). While data for
fathers are very limited, they appeared more likely than mothers to make direct reference
to the male sex drive.
The complexity of protective discourses was also evident in some narratives, where
young women were deemed to need protecting from the discourse of the double standard,
that is, the construction of sexually promiscuous women in a negative light. In the
following narrative, it was not so much the sexual readiness of the young women that was
the principal concern but, rather, protection was needed from the negative impact of the
discourse itself. Thus, we see the regulating impact of the discourse itself, a discourse that
has long been associated with controlling female sexuality though a tarnished reputation.
Greater emphasis was placed by this mother on the fall-out of a contaminated sexual
reputation than on the negative impact of sexual activity in the context of the young
woman’s possible poor sexual competence:
But [14-year-old-daughter] is after having I don’t know how many [liaisons], but she is not
going out with them, she is meeting [kissing] them. . . . And I keep telling her, ‘You know the
way boys think and all those boys are going to be talking to each other and they’ll be saying
that you are easy.’ I am trying to teach her to have a bit of respect for herself. . . . She just
thinks it is funny, she just thinks it is no harm . . . she’s only a young one. The boys would be
ending up saying that she is easy. (Philomena, aged 34 years)
While Philomena’s overarching concern in the above narrative was her daughter’s
reputation, there was nonetheless a sense that she was also encouraging a subject position
for the girl (who apparently interprets multiple intimate liaisons as fun) by advocating self-
respect. The account reveals the complexity of the situation insofar as the seeking of
pleasure and fun by the daughter are contextualised by the mother in a developmental
framework with reference to the daughter’s age.
Later in the interview, the same mother voiced concerns again about her (other)
daughters’ sexual reputations as follows:
Philomena: I think they [eldest daughter and her boyfriend] are kind of lucky because [names
daughter’s boyfriend] is her first boyfriend and I think he is the same . . . but I think it is going
to be harder with the other two [daughters] now because you have to watch them because you
don’t know who they are going to be with . . . so you have to tell them they have to be careful.
Interviewer: So you seem to be worried about the reputation of the girls.
Philomena: Well for their sake you would be, I mean I try to teach them to have respect for
themselves, they have to learn to look after themselves and their bodies. . . . I think girls are
more [of] a worry though. . . . Maybe it is because they can get pregnant. . . . The girl’s
always got to watch herself still, no matter what, for her own sake.
Interviewer: Do you think that is unfair?
Philomena: That’s life isn’t it, you have to learn, that is the way it is. (Philomena, aged 34
years)
In the above narrative, Philomena appeared to be positively disposed to one of her daughters
being aligned to one man in a heterosexual relationship (‘they are lucky’), but expressed
concerns about the other daughters whose sexuality was not bounded by heterosexual
monogamy (‘you have to watch them’). The mother conveyed the view that girls are more of
a worry than are boys, to an extent because of the possibility of an unanticipated pregnancy,
reinforcing the notion that sex is dangerous. Moreover, while Philomena acknowledged the
sexual double standard as something unjust, her narrative suggested that she accepted it as
an aspect of life. In this way, the discourse of the sexual double standard was reproduced.
Nonetheless, Philomena’s narrative – a classic example of the presentation of sex as
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dangerous, of sexual reputations at stake and a sense of resignation to the injustice of it all –
also reveals elements of sexual agency being promoted in the message: ‘I mean I try to teach
them to have respect for themselves, they have to learn to look after themselves and their
bodies.’ Thus, nested in a classic message about the perils of sex for women is a message that
they should learn to take control and care of their own bodies.
Protective discourses in relation to young men
Protective discourses invoked by participants were not confined to accounts relating to
young women. A strong feature of data was the extent to which protective discourses over
young men were also drawn upon. There was a sense in which women’s traditional role as
gatekeeper of sexual morality was being eroded by new standards, and this signalled a need
to protect young men. The perception that women’s sexual behaviour had shifted from the
previous generation is captured in the following quotation. The participant was a secondary
school teacher. In the narrative, girls are cast as sexual leaders and sexual subjects and
boys as the objects of their interest and instruction:
Now I think the girls would be much more into the sex side of things, in which case the fellows
are getting wised up very quickly, they are being told by the girls. So I would see the girls as
being the leaders. So the mammies might say that their son, until he gets to 15 or 16 or he is not
involved with a girlfriend, I would say he is picking up a hell of a lot more in school than she
realises. (Joseph, aged 53)
A number of parents expressed the view that young women projected what were deemed to
be inappropriate signals by their sexy dress and demeanour. In both examples that follow
the age of the young women in question was a factor for participants, suggesting that
parents took a developmental approach when appraising the appropriateness of the public
presentation of the young women:
You watch, especially girls, going in [to a junior disco] and God almighty, mini skirts and the
high heels and those clothes are way too old for a 12- or 13-year-old girl. . . . Now the boys were
horsing together when they came out and the girls came tottering in heels. But it seemed to be a
different code for the girls than it was for the fellows. It didn’t look right. I felt that the girls were
putting out a message in the way that they were dressed. The young boys weren’t interested.
Now I would say if there were older boys there it would be completely different. (Sean, aged 42)
I would have a big thing, too, about the way that girls do portray themselves. . . . As in young
girls wanting to look and not dress appropriately for their age, it is a big thing I think, a bad
signal to be sending out . . . the low tops and the shorts. (Sinead, aged 44 years)
In both of the examples above, the young women are positioned as sexual subjects
choosing to present themselves in a sexual way.
In the quotation that follows, a mother’s account indicating her disapproval of the
sexual appearance of young women outside a social venue attended by her son suggests
a protective discourse over the young man. This is expressed in her relief that her son had
constructed the girls in question as sexually contaminated ‘slappers’ and his distancing
himself from them, socialising instead only with young women defined in ways that
distinguished them from ‘slappers’:
I used to pick him [son] up [after disco] and I used to say to him, ‘Jesus, look at them girls,
what’s on them is belts, not even a skirt.’ . . . He’d just say, ‘They are all slappers . . . ’ But
you see he has his own circle of friends and that is who he sticks with . . . and he wouldn’t go
near them. He’d say, ‘Sure I wouldn’t look at them’ . . . so that was a relief. (Anita, aged 45)
In implicitly colluding with her son’s construction of the provocatively-dressed young
women as ‘slappers’, the mother positioned herself within the double-standard discourse
10 A. Hyde et al.
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and reinforced it. The mother’s protective stance over her son is evident again later in the
interview when she expressed her sense of hope that the son’s relationship with a girl had
ended. Her son’s age, she revealed, was associated with her sense of disquiet:
Anita: I am hoping the thing with this young one has passed . . . he is my baby, you know what
I mean? I think I’d be afraid he’d get hurt.
Interviewer: And you think that if he had sex too young, maybe at this age that he would . . .
[participant interrupts]
Anita: I think he is far too young. Maybe I am far too over protective, I don’t know. (Anita,
aged 45)
It was not just the appearance of young women that came in for criticism by participants;
young women’s emotional disengagement from relationships was also castigated within
some narratives. While the dominant view conveyed was that young women and men should
both be emotionally engaged when embarking on sexual relations, this was contempora-
neously presented, as indicated earlier, with the discourse of the male sex drive. Young
women were more likely than young men to be singled out for criticism for emotional
detachment. This implicitly suggests that a higher standard of affective engagement may be
expected of young women in sexual liaisons:
I think girls have a terrible attitude, more so than boys, about sex . . . I just don’t think they
understand the emotional side of sex the way they should. (Therese, aged 50 years)
In the following quotation, Christina, the mother of a 17-year-old girl, also registered concern
about the demeanour of young women in sexual encounters. In her narrative, the view that
females would ultimately have responsibility for contraception is conveyed and is linked to how
young women conduct themselves. In this sense, the traditional notion of women as guardians
of sexual boundaries and with responsibility for contraception mediates the narrative:
Christina: I think it is often the girls and I’d be less likely to blame the guys . . . I think it is less
that the guys are pushy than the girls are just out of their trees [intoxicated with alcohol] . . .
but I actually do think girls let it happen . . . because the girls then won’t insist that he wears a
condom . . .
Interviewer: And just on that note, do you think that the girls have to insist because they guys
won’t?
Christina: On what?
Interviewer: On using condoms?
Christina: I think they are too out of it [intoxicated].
Interviewer: But what I am saying is do you think that it should be the girl’s responsibility to
insist on using the condom?
Christina: No, but it is her body. (Christina, aged 37 years)
At the end of the extract, in response to a direct question posed by the interviewer,
Christina presented contraception as a dual responsibility. Nonetheless, the substance of
her narrative was that girls should shoulder greater responsibility for contraception and
their behaviour ‘let[s] sex happen’. This represents a traditional perspective of gendered
norms of sexual intimacy. Yet, while conventional gendered lines of responsibility for
contraception are proposed, the girl in Christina’s narrative is also positioned as someone
who should assert her sexual subjectivity by insisting on condom use and in commanding
ownership over her own body and the need to protect it. It should also be noted that many
parents reported that they advised their sons to use condoms.
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A few parents commented that they were aware that some girls displayed a sexual
interest in their sons but, in their narratives, boys were positioned as not appearing to notice
this since they were more interested in their peers and in sports. Parents tended to present
their sons as somewhat oblivious to the young women around them, whilst the latter were
reported to make every effort to get noticed. Some parents blamed either other parents, social
pressures, social media, poor role modelling or sometimes themselves for the way in which
young women often seemed to present themselves. Nonetheless, overall there was a sense
from both mothers’ and fathers’ accounts that girls were more independent and sexually
suggestive, while adolescent boys were deemed to be sensitive and emotionally vulnerable.
When participants were challenged about whether advice about respect was gendered,
they tended to correct any impression that they had given that their focus was on girls
(and not boys) needing to respect themselves. Many were keen to present themselves as
advocates of equality discourses, although the latter tended to be voiced in response to
direct questions from the interviewer about participants’ perceptions of lines of
responsibility (that is, who – male or female – should be responsible for what). Thus, their
assertion of equality was at variance with their unprompted narratives.
Discussion and conclusion
Overall, three broad themes were in evidence in participants’ narratives on the sexual
presentation and sexual conduct of adolescents. First, the discourse of the conventional
heterosexual script featured strongly in parents’ accounts. Second, parents used protective
discourses when talking about female sexuality and the potential for young women to be
the object of a male gaze; protective discourses were also invoked to shield young women
from the negative fallout of the discourse (itself) of the double standard. Third, protective
discourses over young men were also drawn upon in the wake of the possible corrupting
influence of precocious and seductive young women. However, mediating parents’
accounts were a number of issues that have recently been debated in academic literature,
most notably the problematisation of the simplistic dualism of subject/object positions in
relation to sexuality advanced by Lamb (2010) and the argument proposed by Else-Quest
and Hyde (2009) that the developmental status of the young person needs to be factored
into discussions about how sexuality should be approached.
If we consider data in relation to Lamb’s (2010) deconstruction of the subject/object
dualism, the complexity of the position of parents with regard to young people’s sexuality
becomes clear. Even though the stereotype of the male as biologically driven by sex
positions men as sexual subjects, data suggested that in narratives where this discourse was
reproduced, the notion of women as sexual objects was also challenged. Moreover, in our
data, we found that protective discourses casting sex as dangerous may simultaneously
transmit messages that promote sexual agency and sexual assertiveness for girls. At the
same time, young women who presented themselves in a culturally provocative way were
the subject of criticism within participants’ narratives in a way that positioned them as
choosing to self-sexualise. It was far less usual for parents to spontaneously describe girls
in sexualised clothing with reference to the influence of social marketing of conventional
models of sexuality (see Murnen and Smolak [2012] on the distinction between the
subjective, internal sense that a girl ‘has control over her sexuality and sexual behavior and
social forces that might influence her sexual empowerment’ [1]). The dominant tone of
participants’ narratives about the sexual presentation and conduct of young women was
condemnatory, and only when prompted as to why they believed girls dressed and acted in
this way did participants acknowledge the wider picture of cultural influences.
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The issue of the developmental stage of the young person is also a factor that cross-cut
parents’ accounts on sexuality and adolescence. As noted earlier, Else-Quest and Hyde
(2009) argued that the developmental status of the young person needs to be factored into
discussions about how sexuality should be approached, as young girls are not yet women.
They cautioned against considering issues associated with sexualisation, such as the erotic
as a source of power, in the same way for girls and women. In our data, notions of
emotional maturity and physical development were peppered throughout participants’
accounts, and their seemingly conservative approach to sexuality was justified by them in
the context of a developmental framework.
To summarise, in the narratives from our sample of parents young women tended to be
cast as sexual subjects who chose to self-sexualise, and this was sometimes interpreted as a
threat to young men. Yet contemporaneously, the same parents at other parts of their
narrative drew on the discourse of the male sex drive, conveying the view that girls needed
to protect themselves from sexually zealous men. On the whole, the discourses that parents
brought into play were multiple and sometimes contradictory, and did not fall neatly into
categories of unproblematic sexual stereotyping that casts men as sexual subjects and
women as sexual objects singularly in need of protection. The implications of these
conflicting discourses on young people’s sexual conduct is beyond the scope of this article
since only parents were interviewed. However, the overall picture indicated that girls
tended to be more heavily regulated and either viewed as needing protection from male
sexual advances or blamed for encouraging them.
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Note
1. The socioeconomic group (SEG) classification is based on current or most recent occupation and
is the scale developed by O’Hare, Whelan and Commins (1991). The highest is SEG 1, and
includes higher professionals, while the lowest is SEG 6, and includes unskilled manual workers.
References
American Psychological Association (APA). 2010. Task force on the sexualization of girls. Report
of the APA task force on the sexualization of girls. APA. http://www.apa.org/pi/women/
programs/girls/report-full.pdf (accessed 26 September, 2011).
Bogden, R., and S. Biklen. 2007. Qualitative research for education. 5th ed. New York: Pearson
International.
Connell, C., and S. Elliot. 2009. Beyond the birds and the bees: Learning inequality through
sexuality education. American Journal of Sexuality Education 4: 83–102.
Durham, G. 2008. The Lolita effect: The media sexualization of young girls and what we can do
about it. New York: Overlook Press.
Else-Quest, N.M., and J.S. Hyde. 2009. The missing discourse of development: Commentary on
Lerum and Dworkin. Journal of Sex Research 46, no. 4: 264–7.
Fields, J. 2008. Risky lessons: Sex education and social inequality. New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers
University Press.
Forrest, S. 2010. ‘Big and tough’: Boys learning about sexuality and manhood. Sexual &
Relationship Therapy 25, no. 2: 219–33.
Gill, R. 2008. Empowerment/sexism: Figuring female sexual agency in contemporary advertising.
Feminism and Psychology 18, no. 1: 35–60.
Culture, Health & Sexuality 13
D
ow
nl
oa
de
d 
by
 [U
niv
ers
ity
 C
oll
eg
e D
ub
lin
] a
t 0
4:0
1 0
3 S
ep
tem
be
r 2
01
2 
Goodin, S.M., A. VanDenburg, S.K. Murnen, and L. Smolak. 2011. Putting on sexiness: A content
analysis of the presence of sexualizing characteristics in girls’ clothing. Sex Roles 65: 1–12.
Holland, J., C. Ramazanoglu, S. Sharpe, and R. Thomson. 1998. The male in the head: Young people,
heterosexuality and power. London: The Tufnell Press.
Hollway, W. 1996 [1984]. Gender differences and the production of subjectivity. In Feminism and
sexuality: A reader, ed. S. Jackson and S. Scott, 84–100. Edinburgh: Edinburgh University
Press.
Hyde, A., J. Drennan, E. Howlett, and D. Brady. 2009. Young men’s vulnerability in constituting
hegemonic masculinity in sexual relations. American Journal of Men’s Health 3: 238–51.
Hyde, A., E. Howlett, J. Drennan, M. Brady. 2005. Masculinities and young men’s sex education
needs: problematising client centred health promotion approaches. Health Promotion
International 20, no. 4: 334–341.
Kim, J.L., C.L. Sorsoli, K. Collins, B.A. Zylbergold, D. Schooler, and D.L. Tolman. 2007. From sex
to sexuality: Exposing the heterosexual script on primetime network television. Journal of Sex
Research 44, no. 2: 145–57.
Lamb, S. 2010. Feminist ideals for a healthy female adolescent sexuality: A critique. Sex Roles 62:
294–306.
Lamb, S., and Z.D. Peterson. 2012. Adolescent girls’ sexual empowerment: two feminists explore
the concept. Sex Roles 66, nos. 11–12: 703–12.
Lerum, K., and S.L. Dworkin. 2009. ‘Bad girls rule’: An interdisciplinary feminist commentary on
the Report of the APA Task Force on the Sexualization of Girls. Journal of Sex Research 46,
no. 4: 250–63.
Levy, A. 2005. Female chauvinist pigs: Women and the rise of raunch culture. New York: Pocket
Books.
Livingston, J.A., A.M. Buddie, M. Testa, and C. VanZile-Tamsen. 2004. The role of sexual
precedence in verbal sexual coercion. Psychology of Women Quarterly 28: 287–97.
Mac an Ghaill, M. 1994. The making of men: Masculinities, sexualities and schooling. Buckingham,
UK: Open University Press.
Murnen, S.K., and L. Smolak. 2012. Social considerations related to adolescent girls’ empowerment:
A response to Lamb and Peterson. Sex Roles 66, nos. 11–12: 725–35.
O’Hare, A., C.T. Whelan, and P. Commins. 1991. The development of an Irish census-based social
class scale. Economic and Social Review 22, no. 2: 135–56.
Patel, M.X., V. Doku, and L. Tennakoon. 2003. Challenges in recruitment of research. Advances in
Psychiatric Treatment 9: 229–38.
Punch, K. 2005. Introduction to social research: Quantitative and qualitative approaches. 2nd ed.
London: Sage.
Simon, W., and J.H. Gagnon. 1986. Sexual scripts: Permanence and change. Archives of Sexual
Behavior 15: 97–120.
Wellings, K., K. Nanchahal, W. Macdowall, S. McManus, B. Erens, C.H. Mercer, A.M. Johnson,
et al., 2001. Sexual behaviour in Britain: Early heterosexual experience. Lancet 358: 1843–50.
Wight, D. 1994. Boys’ thoughts and talks about sex in a working class locality of Glasgow.
Sociological Review 42: 703–37.
Wiley, D., and K. Wilson. 2009. Just say don’t know: Sexuality education in Texas schools.
Austin, TX: Texas Freedom Network.
Re´sume´
Dans cet article, nous explorons les discours sur la sexualite´ dont des parents, regroupe´s en
e´chantillon, se sont inspire´s pour discuter de l’auto-pre´sentation et de la conduite sexuelles des
adolescents. L’e´chantillon e´tait constitue´ de 43 parents (32 me`res et 11 pe`res) de jeunes aˆge´s de 10 a`
19 ans; les donne´es ont e´te´ recueillies au cours d’entretiens en profondeur et analyse´es avec la
strate´gie de l’induction analytique modifie´e. Selon les re´sultats, tandis que les re´cits e´taient
impre´gne´s de l’acceptation du script he´te´rosexuel traditionnel et que des discours protecteurs vis-a`-
vis des jeunes femmes e´taient employe´s, les discours invoque´s vis-a`-vis des jeunes hommes se sont
eux aussi re´ve´le´s protecteurs. D’une manie`re ge´ne´rale, il se de´gage une tendance a` conside´rer les
jeunes femmes comme des sujets sexuels qui ont choisi de s’auto-sexualiser, ce qui e´tait parfois
perc¸u comme une menace pour les jeunes hommes. Nous soutenons que les discours e´voque´s par les
parents ont e´te´ multiples et quelquefois contradictoires, et notre analyse proble´matise la notion selon
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laquelle les femmes sont singulie`rement appre´hende´es par les discours conventionnels comme des
objets sexuels des hommes. Cependant, une vue d’ensemble de l’e´tude re´ve`le que des re´cits des
parents, a e´merge´ la tendance d’un controˆle plus pesant pour les filles, et d’une perception que celles-
ci ont besoin d’eˆtre prote´ge´es des avances sexuelles masculines, ou sont fustige´es pour encourager
ces dernie`res.
Resumen
En este artı´culo analizamos los discursos sobre la sexualidad de una muestra de padres al hablar
sobre la autopresentacio´n y conducta sexuales de los adolescentes. La muestra estaba compuesta por
43 progenitores (32 madres y 11 padres) de jo´venes con edades comprendidas entre los 10 y 19 an˜os;
los datos se recabaron a partir de entrevistas exhaustivas y se analizaron usando una estrategia
conocida como induccio´n analı´tica modificada. Los resultados indicaron que si bien se aceptaban los
guiones tradicionales de la heterosexualidad en los relatos de los participantes y se utilizaron
discursos protectores con relacio´n a las chicas, tambie´n se observo´ que se empleaban discursos
protectores cuando se trataba de los chicos. En general, se tendı´a a ver a las chicas como sujetos
sexuales que elegı´an su propia sexualidad y los participantes consideraban esto a veces una amenaza
para los chicos. Sostenemos que los discursos que los padres connotaban eran variados y a veces
contradictorios, y en nuestro ana´lisis expresamos la nocio´n de que los discursos convencionales
relegan a la mujer al papel de un objeto de la sexualidad masculina. Sin embargo, la imagen general
indicaba que las chicas tendı´an a estar ma´s estrictamente reguladas en los relatos de los padres, que
consideraban que necesitaban proteccio´n contra los avances sexuales de los hombres o ser castigadas
por estimularlos.
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